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  INTRODUCTION


  How often have you tried to envision “he” as “she” when you’re reading fairy tales? Those flights of imagination can sweep you up into worlds of magic and sensual delights—or would, if only so many heroes winning the day (and, of course, the girl) didn’t get in the way. Don’t you long for heroines who win each other?


  I certainly do, so in this anthology I wanted erotic romance and wild adventure with women who use their wits and/or weapons and come together in a blaze of passion. The wonderful writers showcased here gave me all I hoped for, and even more. Some adapted traditional tales, and some updated old stories to contemporary times, not merely changing the gender of a character but making the female aspect essential. Some created original plots with a fairy-tale sensibility, while some wrote with merely a subtle aura of fantasy. Their heroines are witches and princesses, brave, resourceful women of all walks of life, and even a troll and a dryad. There are curses and spells, battles and intrigue, elements of magic and explorations of universal themes, and, yes, sex, sensuality, and true love, all bound skillfully together into complex and many-layered stories.


  Royalty or a miller’s daughter, a woman warrior passing as a man, a sorceress in flowing robes, even a window inspector dangling in harness on a high-rise building—who better to rescue a long-haired captive in a tower?—all of them are made so real that you long to touch them, and be touched. The relationships are intense, sometimes quick to ignite, sometimes all the hotter for restraint that flares at last into a fierce blaze.


  In all my years of editing anthologies, I’ve never read so many submissions that were beautifully written and just what I’d asked for. And I’ve never had so much trouble choosing which to use to fill the finite space in this book. I can only hope that readers will get as much pleasure from these stories as I did, and that Witches, Princesses, and Women at Arms turns out to be, to quote a certain beloved film with a unique take on fantasy traditions, exactly, “As you wish.”


  Sacchi Green


  Western Massachusetts


  STEEL


  Cara Patterson


  The citadel fell when the princess was fourteen.


  The guardians claimed it was impregnable, but no one warned them that their enemy was armed with a dragon. Princess Sianna and her mother fled through the catacombs of the city, leaving the bones and ashes of a king behind.


  Some of their people escaped with them, but they scattered to the four winds. It was safer, her mother said. Talbot, the man who had burned her father, was a commoner and would never be accepted as king unless he had a royal bride. He knew the princess still lived, and he would be hunting her, Mother said.


  It felt like cowardice to hide, moving from village to village, unknown, often unwelcome, yet they had no choice. Until they could find a champion, Mother said it must be so.


  Mother told her they would return to claim what was theirs one day. They would return. Even when Mother started smiling at a smith in one of the towns. Even when they stopped running, and found a small house to call their own. Even when Mother and the smith were hand-fasted, and her belly grew round with another child.


  Sianna—no longer called Princess—smiled for her mother, but with every merchant who passed through the town, they heard stories from the west, from the lands that had once been theirs. The kingdom revolted against the tyrant, but Talbot was merciless. His dragon scoured the fields of those who opposed him, burning crops and people both.


  “We will return,” her mother assured her, one child, two children, three children later. “When the time is right.”


  The time, Sianna was coming to understand, would never be right.


  Her mother would quietly wait out Talbot’s death, surrounded by children who were not of royal blood, and who would never know what it was to be hunted as a prize for a murderous bastard. Her mother could stopper her ears against the news from the lands that had once been theirs, the deaths, the violence, the cruelty.


  Sianna still had nightmares of the victims of the dragon. When they had fled through the tunnels beneath the citadel, she had pressed her hands tight over her ears, stumbling after her mother in the darkness. She had tried to muffle the sound, but there were too many people, too many screams.


  Maybe her mother had those dreams too, but she drowned them out with the wails of newborns. She wanted to forget, but Sianna knew she herself never could, not as long as people who had been her friends, her family, were dying in the flames.


  Sometimes, her mother spoke of marriage, but Sianna cared nothing for it. Instead, she worked in the smithy with the man who was not her father. He taught her the nature of metal, and how to bend it to her will. While her mother grew plump and soft, she grew hard, steel tempered in the flames of her true home.


  When another convoy came, this one from the citadel itself, demanding payment for Talbot’s mercy, Sianna knew that the time had come. They had fled, but their past would follow them to the ends of the earth, and she had no intention of running anymore.


  While her mother wept and wailed to her husband in their small house, her infants sniffling around her skirts, Sianna went into the smithy. There were blades there built for her hand. She was not tall, but she was broad, strong, and the weight of the sword in her grip was right. She armed herself and slipped away into the night, garbed in clothes stolen from the smith.


  Her warm brown skin betrayed her origins, and it was known that Talbot hunted a woman of those lands, so in the shadow of the forest she hacked her hair short, and bound her breasts beneath the mail and leather she wore. None would glance at a surly squire with a short mat of black hair and shoulders thick with muscle.


  She knew she had no hope of reclaiming the citadel from Talbot, not as long as the dragon lived, but there were sorcerers and mages who could enchant a blade, and make it strong enough to kill a dragon. That was what she would seek.


  She followed whispers and legends and rumors.


  If Talbot’s men crossed her path, she fought them. Her battles were clumsy at first, but by and by, she learned. She blooded her blade. She strengthened her sword arm. She smiled quietly in the darkness of taverns as people spoke of the brave knight with no sigil who stood against the tyrant.


  Talbot’s men were everywhere, though many of them were not seeking the lost royals.


  She had no doubt they sought the same thing as she did.


  If some enemy could learn how to slay a dragon, then Talbot’s advantage would be gone. What he did not think on was the fact that she could follow his men, find where they hunted, see who they sought, and when they set a pyre for a witch—save her.


  Three soldiers were little enough challenge, the rest of their legion still bent on subduing the village.


  She cut them down, and hacked through the bonds pinioning the witch.


  The witch stared at her, bruised and shaken, but defiant. “I am not your prize,” she said through bloodied teeth and lips.


  Sianna smiled mildly. “No,” she agreed, “but you will come with me.”


  The witch had no strength to fight, beaten as she had been. Sianna lifted her up onto her own gelding, Tar, mounting up behind her, and galloped away. There were shouts from other soldiers, who gave chase. Sianna cursed through clenched teeth, spurring her horse onward.


  “You’re a witch,” she snarled at the woman before her. “Do something.”


  The witch laughed, the sound racked with pain. “Save you so you can make use of me?” she whispered. “I think not. No man commands me.”


  Sianna was in no mood for words. Instead, she snared the witch’s hand and thrust it between her thighs, then returned her grip to the reins. The horse was flagging, weighed down by two, and the countryside was wild, the terrain treacherous.


  The witch jerked her hand back. She was staring. Sianna could feel her eyes boring into her face. Tar leapt beneath them, over a fallen tree, and the witch grabbed at Sianna, holding tightly with one arm. Her other hand extended toward the sky, burns from the rope visible on her pale skin, while her fingers twisted and curled as if snatching dust motes from the air.


  Clouds poured together, thick and black, and thunder cracked. Blades of lightning cut down from the heavens, catching on nearby trees. Sianna’s horse screamed in terror, picking up speed, and behind them, the burning trees fell, blocking their pursuers.


  Sianna’s heart was racing.


  She’d heard rumors of how powerful some witches could be. It was said they were element weavers, spinning the elements as some would spin thread. But to manipulate the weather so easily, and bend it to her will? Suddenly, armor and a sword and shoulders as solid as steel meant nothing.


  The witch sagged against her arm and Sianna had to transfer the reins to one hand, to hold the woman with her other arm. She did not know if the woman was playing her false or truly exhausted, nor did she care while the soldiers still hunted them.


  She knew the mountains well enough to find a cavern before the horse collapsed with exhaustion. The rain was still pouring down outside, and the damp blackness of the cave was a welcome respite. Tar’s hooves clattered on loose stone, and he refused to go farther.


  Sianna swung down from the saddle. The witch all but fell down with her, folding in her grip. True exhaustion, then, Sianna thought grimly. She looked around as her eyes grew accustomed to the dim light. The cave seemed endless, stretching into darkness, but the floor was bare but for loose rocks. She hoisted the witch over her shoulder, carried her to the smoothest part of the floor, and set her down with as much gentleness as she could. It was a long time since she had needed to be soft-handed.


  Her leather cloak had kept her dry, but the same could not be said for the witch, soaked to the bone and shivering. Sianna crouched on her toes by the woman, studying her, then rose and went to Tar. She withdrew her only other coarse, homespun shirt and breeches from the pack.


  The witch was still as Sianna stripped her bare and dried her chalk-pale skin, avoiding the bruises the soldiers had left behind. She cleaned what blood there was, then dressed the witch in the clothes.


  It would do no good, she thought, as she draped her cloak over the woman, if the first witch she found died in her care.


  Tar whickered impatiently.


  Sianna smiled at him. He had done her well, and he knew it. She returned to him, removing the saddle and her packs, setting them on the ground. There was a rag to wipe him down, and he knocked his muzzle against her shoulder.


  “No sweet treats tonight, I’m afraid,” she murmured, running her fingers from his brow to his muzzle. “But the next town we reach, you shall have all the carrots you care for and as much sugar as I can carry.”


  In the quiet, broken only by the faint, rasping breaths of the witch, the patter of the rain outside, and the occasional crack of thunder, Sianna fed and settled the horse and set about lighting a small fire. It was unwise, but it was cold, and chilblains made her hands ache.


  There was little dry wood to be had. Leaves and twigs had been blown into the cave, and served well enough as kindling. Sianna huddled by the small fire, longing for the heat of the forge. She winced, uncurling her fingers over the flame, the heat easing the bone-sharp pain.


  The change in pitch of the witch’s breathing made her raise her eyes from the fire.


  The witch was watching her, catlike, wary. Her eyes were golden, Sianna noticed. Like honey in sunlight. She was not young, but she was younger than Sianna first assumed, her stature small, almost frail. Her hair was also deceptive, a sheet of silver-gray, straight as a blade.


  “Why?”


  Sianna looked back down at her hands. They were swollen already, and she rubbed them together. “Why what?”


  “Save me?”


  Sianna raised her eyes to her. “I think you suspect.”


  The golden eyes closed. “They believe I have the power to subdue their would-be king.”


  “Do you?”


  The witch’s mouth turned up at the corners, delicate lines creasing her features. “I take no part in the petty wars of men.”


  “That doesn’t answer the question.”


  “No,” the witch agreed quietly. “It does not. But neither did you.” She opened her eyes, and pushed herself up on one arm. “Tell me.”


  Sianna rested her hands on her knees, watching the flames. “I saw the citadel burn, the day Talbot took the kingdom and killed the king,” she said finally. “I heard the screams of the people. I was driven from my home, and now, he’s driving others from their homes too.” She looked up at the witch. “My mother and I lived in fear, running, knowing he would not stop until he cowed everyone. And he won’t, unless someone stops him.” She was silent for a moment. “I thought you might be able—willing—to help me.”


  “For the glory of victory?” The witch said mockingly. “To be the savior of the kingdom?”


  Sianna looked at her in contempt. “So no one else has to live as I have.” She prodded the flames with a stick. “No one should spend their lives running, afraid that they might be killed or raped or worse.” She snapped the stick, tossing it into the flames. “A king’s first duty is to protect his people. Talbot is no king.” She looked back down at the fire. “He is no man of any worth.”


  The witch laughed, a soft, musical sound. “On that matter, we are agreed.”


  Sianna rubbed her right hand with her left, trying to ease the lingering ache. “Now you,” she said. “Answer my question.”


  “Do I have the power to defeat a single man? You saw what I can do, child.”


  “You can manipulate the elements,” Sianna agreed, “but the elements aren’t men.”


  There was a flicker of approval in the golden eyes. “Indeed.” With effort, the witch sat up, drawing Sianna’s cloak around her. “And defeating a single man is not enough, when his armies are rooted now. You can cut the head off a viper, but that hardly helps when he’s only the largest viper in a nest.”


  Sianna looked down at her hands. They felt large, clumsy, useless. “I used to think it would be simple: my blade, his heart, and slaying his dragon, and all would be well.”


  “His dragon?”


  There was something in the witch’s tone that made her look up. “The dragon that burned the citadel. His weapon.”


  The witch shook her head. “No. No weapon. Weapons do not live.” Her fingers curled around the edge of the cloak and she stared into the fire. “Better call the poor beast what it is: a slave. No dragon would willingly serve a human master. They— like those blessed with magic—have no interest in the squabbles of men.”


  “Then why does this one?”


  The witch only shrugged, watching the flames.


  Sianna remembered hearing the bellow of the dragon as it soared overhead. It was huge, the color of rust and hot iron. They said that Talbot rode it himself. They said that he was the first to be accepted by the terrifying creatures. It was said—by those who knew nothing of magical beasts—that he had tamed it.


  “We free it,” she said.


  The witch raised her eyes, startled. “What?”


  “The dragon,” Sianna replied. “You say it’s a slave. How is that any different from the cruelty he’s inflicting on the people of the kingdom? If we free the dragon, he loses his greatest weapon, and then maybe the people will be able to fight themselves. A nest of vipers is easier to destroy with no fire-breather to protect it.”


  “Free the dragon,” the witch murmured, shaking her head. “It would burn you alive as soon as let a human approach it.”


  “Talbot approaches it,” Sianna said quietly. “If it’s a slave, as you say, then he’ll have safeguards in place. If he can approach, then other people must be able to as well. All I need to do is set it free.”


  “And if it kills you, once you free it?” The witch was staring at her.


  Sianna shrugged, the leather of her jerkin creaking softly. “If it’s free, it can’t be used by Talbot,” she said. “The kingdom won’t be cowed by dragon fire anymore, and they’ll fight back.” She smiled briefly. “Whether I live or die is hardly relevant.”


  The witch shook her head. “You’re a madwoman.”


  Sianna couldn’t help laughing. She couldn’t remember the last time she had truly laughed. It was far too long ago. “Perhaps,” she agreed. She looked across the fire at the witch. “I know you take no part in the affairs of men, but maybe you would be willing to help me free a captive dragon?”


  The flames were reflected, dancing, in the witch’s eyes. “How can you know you can trust me? You don’t even have my name.”


  “And I won’t ask for it,” Sianna said. “I know the power a name holds. You can give me your name if you want to, but now, I only ask for your help.” She hesitated, then added quietly, “You can call me Sia.”


  The witch rose. She walked lightly, as if barely touching the ground. She circled the flames to kneel at Sianna’s side. Her fingertips touched Sianna’s cheek, and she searched Sianna’s face with those golden eyes. Sianna looked away self-consciously. Few people paid attention to her, and fewer still looked at her so intently.


  The witch’s lips touched her brow, as soft and cool as her fingertips, then each cheek, then lastly, Sianna’s lips. Sianna’s breath caught, and for a moment, her lips parted, before she pulled back, flushed, mortified, confused.


  “You have my protection,” the witch whispered, lifting her hand. Her fingertips echoed the touch of her lips, light as air, and Sianna swallowed hard. “I am yours to lead.”


  Sianna’s hands were clenched around the edge of her tunic, and she nodded, looking down, then swallowed again. The words seemed to be fighting to get out. “We should get some rest,” she finally said. “We can start planning tomorrow.”


  “When I’m not being burned at the stake,” the witch agreed, rising. Her fingertips grazed Sianna’s cheek again, and Sianna felt gooseflesh rise the length of her body, a delightful shiver running through her. “Will you rest with me? It will be warmer. You are cold.”


  “W…with you?”


  Golden eyes glinted by the firelight. “I don’t bite,” she murmured.


  In hindsight, it was the worst night’s sleep Sianna had ever had.


  That was saying a lot for someone who had spent her life on the run, and had slept in hedges, and under carts and a thousand other cold and hard places that did not have a warm, slender witch’s body curled against hers.


  It was not something that had troubled her before, but then, no one—woman or man—had looked at her as the witch did: as if she were worth looking at. She knew she was not what anyone would consider beautiful. She was too broad, too muscular, too strong. Yet the witch had looked at her and touched her lips to Sianna’s.


  By the time the witch woke, Sianna had been up for hours. She had tried to sleep, but when the witch shifted against her and small breasts brushed against hers—unbound for the first time in days—the sensation was unbearable.


  She could nod and smile, though, and pretend that she was only thinking of the dragon and the citadel.


  They left the cave that day. The storm had cleared, and the sun was warm.


  “Your doing?” Sianna said dryly.


  The witch only smiled.


  They were several days from the citadel, but with some grass and oats, Tar seemed in fine spirits to carry them both. The witch rode behind Sianna, her arms around Sianna’s waist, her thighs framing Sianna’s. Sianna tightened her hands on the reins, drew steadying breaths, and tried to focus on her plans.


  It became easier the closer they got to the citadel.


  Every town and village they passed bore the scars of Talbot and the dragon. Seared bodies rotted on gibbets. People took their coin, asked no questions, and kept their eyes down. It was painful to see it. Her mother’s fear had been bad enough, but here, in the shadow of the citadel, people were broken.


  By night they took shelter in ruined houses, and the witch held Sianna as old nightmares flared anew. More than once, she woke, a scream caught in her throat. More than once, the witch held her, soothed her, stroked her brow, and once, just once, she had done so much more than kiss her until her head felt light and all nightmares were forgotten for a time. That was the night they were beneath the walls of the citadel, where the roars of the captive dragon could be heard echoing in the canyon that curved around the city like a wall.


  All plans were forgotten at the sound.


  Sianna felt frozen to the bone, a thousand memories smothering her: the blackness of the passages beneath the city, the smell of roasting flesh, the taste of bile and vomit in her mouth, bloodstains everywhere and the screams. Gods, the screams.


  She was pulled back to herself by warm, insistent lips on hers. The warmth seemed to spread from them, and she drew a breath. The parting of her lips was wordless invitation, and the witch deepened the kiss, her tongue darting against Sianna’s own.


  Sianna could not recall much else beyond the witch’s lips that night, or the silken feel of the witch’s silvery hair slipping through her fingers. She tasted of sweetwine and mint leaves, and left Sianna’s lips soft and bruised.


  Their lantern had burned low, but in the moonlight, the witch’s silver hair shone. Slender fingers undid tunic and mail. The strips of cloth binding Sianna’s chest unwound and soft, gentle hands caressed the aching skin, earning a whimper from Sianna.


  When the witch’s lips touched her breast, Sianna forgot any shame or blushes, and when the witch’s hand stroked across her backside, she drew the witch’s mouth back to hers. It was only a diversion, she knew, but by the Gods, it was most welcome.


  The witch’s hand slid beneath the waistband of her breeches, and Sianna stifled a sharp whimper as the witch’s fingers teased along the folds of her sex. She touched as if she’d touched Sianna a hundred times before, her eyes on Sianna’s face as one finger slid into her body, thrusting slowly, the heel of her hand grinding at the tight, hot, throbbing knot at the top of her sex.


  Sianna fell back on her elbows, her breath coming faster when the witch lowered her head, silken hair sliding along the tingling expanse of Sianna’s lined chest, and a catlike tongue darted over each nipple, then warm and cool breath washed over them in turn. Her skin was prickled with gooseflesh, and when the witch suckled on her breast, she could not stop one hand from moving to hold her there, teeth and tongue teasing a nipple that had been crushed and was aching with sensitivity.


  Her hips moved of their own will, grinding against the witch’s fingers, while her other hand kneaded at the witch’s back.


  She had no voice, no words but small, panting gasps as fingers thrust within her. The press of the witch’s hand, the heat of her palm, the warmth of her lips made Sianna’s head spin with giddiness, while eddies of pleasure washed through her. It rose like a tide, and she arched her back, keening into the night when the witch buried her fingers deep, until all was still and shivering silence.


  They should have lain still then, but the witch’s mouth was on hers, claiming her shivering gasps. She couldn’t recall which of them pulled the witch’s dress off, but like her hair, the witch nearly glowed in the moonlight, as pale and slim as Sianna was broad and dark, and they lay down together in the tangles of the blanket and the cloak.


  When they were spent and quiet, Sianna slept better than she had in days, her dark head resting upon the witch’s breast, flesh to flesh, safe and close. The witch’s fingers curled in her hair, and for a moment, Sianna knew peace.


  It was but a night. When dawn came, it was put aside, a pleasure and indulgence to be kept for later.


  There were whispers in the towns they had passed that Talbot intended to unleash his dragon again soon. If they were going to liberate it, it had to be immediately, and before anyone could suspect that two women were hell-bent on bringing down the tyrant. If they did suspect, Sianna thought wryly, they would probably laugh themselves sick. Women always were underestimated.


  The plan was simple.


  Everyone who had the misfortune of visiting the citadel, or living in it after its fall, could point visitors to the dragon’s pit. The amphitheater was once where the citizens gathered to celebrate or watch performances. Now, the roof had been torn apart and replaced with iron grids that folded together to seal the beast in.


  Brave visitors could dare a peek through the bars, and that was exactly what Sianna and her companion did.


  The dragon was bigger than Sianna remembered. She felt sick with terror at the sight of it. The witch’s slim hand slipped into hers, and squeezed her calloused fingers in wordless support. Sianna took a steadying breath and nodded, forcing herself to search for some clue as to how the dragon was restrained.


  “Spikes,” she whispered to the witch, as they shared a bowl of soup in a tavern not far from the amphitheater. “There are metal spikes hooked into its jaw.”


  The witch looked ill. “Iron?”


  “Most like.”


  “No wonder it stays.” The witch pushed the bowl away from her. “Iron weakens all creatures of magic. They love gold, but hate iron.”


  Sianna stared at her. “That’s a weak dragon?”


  “Small, too,” the witch said quietly.


  Sianna’s hands were shaking. She didn’t notice when they’d started shaking, but they trembled so much she had to put her cup down. The witch’s hand covered hers, but she couldn’t meet the witch’s eyes.


  “I can free it,” the witch said softly. “Your intentions are good, but you need not face it.”


  Sianna looked up at her. “I have to,” she whispered, her voice breaking. “There are guards there, and soldiers, and I won’t have you getting killed for my damned stupid idea.” She lifted the witch’s hand, kissing the back of her fingers. “You’ve kept us unnoticed, but I need you there to open the gates.”


  A furrow creased the witch’s brow, but she nodded. “Come,” she said quietly, drawing Sianna by the hand, and leading her up to the small room they had taken above the tavern.


  On the narrow bed, she unrolled a strip of cloth, and lifted out a gold pendant on a braided strand of silk. She wrapped her hands around it, closing her eyes, and murmured words in a language Sianna could not understand. When her palms opened, the pendant was glowing, as if red hot. The witch lifted the silk, and laid it around Sianna’s neck.


  “A protection,” she whispered, pressing the pendant to Sianna’s chest. She rose on her toes, and her lips met Sianna’s. It was a soft kiss, chaste, but drew a shiver from Sianna nonetheless.


  “Another protection?” she asked faintly.


  The witch smiled, her fingertips to Sianna’s lips. “Only a kiss,” she murmured. She looked to the window. “The guards change just before dawn. Are you ready?”


  Sianna hesitated, then pulled the witch closer, kissing her for perhaps the last time. She could feel the witch’s smile against her lips. “As I’ll ever be,” she whispered.


  They exchanged a final kiss, then Sianna took up her sword, and made her way out into the fading night.


  The citadel was quiet, and Sianna knew it well enough to make her way down to the gates of the amphitheater. That was where the guards saw her. The witch had hidden them as much as possible, but no one could be truly invisible.


  There were more soldiers than they expected, and when she heard laughter as the seventh man knocked the blade from her hand, she knew why. Someone had betrayed her. The only person who had known was the witch.


  She sagged back against the barred doors, panting, her mouth metallic with blood, as a man dressed in his finery emerged from the shadows. He was some years older than her, and handsome in a gaunt way.


  “Boy’s his father’s double, isn’t he?” he said to one of the guards. “No wonder he was recognized. No one mentioned the old man had any bastards.”


  “Not acknowledged ones,” the guard replied. “We only knew about the princess.”


  “A secret prince, then.” The man smiled. It didn’t reach his eyes. “Come of age and ready for vengeance on me, no doubt. Positively mythical.”


  “Talbot,” Sianna whispered.


  “So you’ve heard of me, then?” Talbot laughed quietly. “You have your father’s idiotic notion of heroism, boy. Come to slay my dragon, have you?”


  She stared at him. He was just a man, but he was the one who had taken everything from her. “Yes,” she whispered. “To slay your dragon.”


  He walked a little closer, but stayed out of arm’s reach. “Your father tried that,” he said. “He melted like butter in the sun. It was quite impressive.” He glanced through the gridded metal gate, then back at Sianna. “I don’t suppose you want to tell me where your sister is?”


  Sianna smiled at him. “No.”


  For a split-second, fury blazed in his eyes, then he laughed again. “Oh, well,” he said. He snapped his fingers and the remaining guards dragged Sianna to her feet. “If you’re so keen to fight my dragon, do try. It’s a little hungry, and I’m lacking in entertainment.” He picked up her sword, as she was shoved through the narrow gateway toward the pit. “Do try to last a little longer than your father, hmm?”


  Her sword landed in the blood-darkened sand at her feet, and the gates slammed closed.


  The place reeked of sulphur and blood and rotting flesh.


  Behind her, Sianna could hear the long, low rumble of a dragon’s breath. Gods, she felt sick to her stomach. Her sword was at her feet, and she could pick it up, arm herself, but the witch’s words came back to her: they love gold, but hate iron.


  Her trembling hand reached for the pendant at her neck.


  The witch was right when she said it was her protection.


  She turned, freezing in fright at the sight of the dragon. It was so close, so big, its teeth as long as her forearm. But it hadn’t attacked.


  Sianna stared up at it, holding its eyes, and removed her gauntlets and mail. The metal clattered and sang as it fell. She finally drew the necklace from her neck, the small disk of gold dangling from her hand.


  The dragon’s nostrils flared, and the massive head moved closer to her.


  She kicked aside the armor and approached, her feet making no sound on the sand. “A gift,” she whispered.


  Her heart almost stopped when the huge face came down to her level. The dragon sniffed at the gold, such a meager token, but without hesitation, Sianna bound the cord around one of the horns on its nose.


  “For you,” she said, her hands shaking so much she could barely draw the knot tight.


  A thunderous rumble in the dragon’s throat made her jump back, but the dragon remained where it was, slowly turning its head, revealing the spike sunk in behind the ruff of its neck. There was dried blood around it. Sianna stared at it, then ran back to the gate, snatching up her sword and shielding it in its sheath.


  Her step-father would have killed her for using a sword as a crowbar, but it worked. The spike pulled free in a mess of thick blood. She heard cursing, heard Talbot shouting, and ran to the dragon’s other side, levering the other spike out.


  She heard the whistle of an arrow, and heard the scream of the witch from above a moment before she felt the thump of the bolt into her back.


  “Oh,” she said blankly, falling against the dragon’s neck.


  The dragon raised its head, sending a blast of fire toward the gate.


  Above them, metal was screaming, and dewy daylight poured in through the grid that had been torn apart like paper. The dragon bellowed, snatching Sianna up in its talons and leaping, its wings spreading, as it burst up and out into daylight.


  Sianna could see the world rushing around her, her head light. She could feel throbbing where the arrow was imbedded in her back. “Down,” she whispered. The witch was down there, somewhere. The witch could help.


  But the dragon was free now. Why would it stay? Could it even understand?


  She didn’t know, and the world was fading around her. She heard cries, and before the blackness took her, hands on her face, and then only silence.


  The scent of sandalwood was the first thing that came back to her. Sandalwood and warm wax and honey. She was lying— on her belly—in a tangle of sheets, on a bed that felt soft as feather down, and there was no pain in her back.


  She opened her eyes, squinting, buttery daylight filtering through pale curtains that she recognized. Her chest felt tight as she pushed herself up onto her forearms, looking around. The royal bedchamber. It looked as it had before. Talbot must have appreciated its rare beauty.


  Something moved behind her and she sat up, turning sharply, reaching for a weapon that was not there. Nor was her clothing. She was bare, but for the sheets around her hips.


  The witch was sitting beside the bed. She looked pale and tired, as if she hadn’t slept, but she was smiling, and Sianna reached out to her.


  “You healed me?”


  The witch’s fingers tangled with hers. “A little.”


  Sianna threaded their fingers together. “The dragon?”


  The witch smiled slightly. “He and I may have…quieted Talbot and his supporters,” she murmured, tracing her fingertips along the back of Sianna’s hand. “A witch and a freed angry dragon who knows those who harmed him? They cast down their arms in seconds.” She nodded to a broad balcony beyond the windows. A coiled pile of red and gold scales lay there, slumbering in the sun. “He guards you now, and Talbot awaits justice in the dungeon.”


  “I thought you didn’t interfere in the affairs of men?”


  Gold eyes met hers. “We did not interfere in the affairs of any man.”


  Sianna’s heart fluttered strangely in her chest. “For me?”


  The witch’s lips touched their joined fingers. “My name is Falon,” she said quietly. Mischief lit in her eyes. “And I have a mind to have you here, in the would-be king’s bed.”


  Sianna tugged on her hand, drawing her onto the bed beside her. “This isn’t the would-be king’s bed,” she said, looking around the room that should have been hers. “This is the queen’s bed.”


  “We had best hope the missing heir remains missing,” Falon murmured, tracing her fingers along Sianna’s belly. “I doubt she would want to know about us getting up to mischief in her bed.”


  Sianna chuckled. “Too late for that,” she said. “You’ve already got into her bed once.”


  Falon sat up, staring at her. “You?”


  Sianna sat up too, pushing her fingers through her hair. “According to the records,” she said self-consciously. She looked at Falon. “I didn’t lie to you. I just…”


  Falon silenced her with a kiss. “You didn’t know if I was trustworthy,” she murmured. “So you’re her Highness, Princess Sianna?”


  “I was,” Sianna agreed, coiling a strand of Falon’s hair around her finger. “Perhaps, I can learn how to be again.” She kissed Falon again, lightly, then drew back with a quiet sigh. “But first, I need to help my people.”
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